The functional theory of self-determination ( fSDT) defines and operationalises selfdetermination within a human agentic context. It emerged from research on adolescents with disabilities, however has been increasingly applied to youth without disabilities. While comparability has been evaluated in youth with and without disabilities, it has not been explored across cultures. The purpose of this study was to explore the crosscultural comparability of the fSDT in a sample of Italian and American adolescents. We were specifically interested in examining the universal aspects of the self-determination construct, as well as specific differences in the operationalisation of self-determination across cultures. The findings tentatively suggest that the construct of self-determination is comparable across Italian and American adolescents; however, there are specific differences in the measurement and operationalisation of self-determination across cultures. Directions for future research are discussed.
Introduction
Self-determination is a general psychological construct, conceptualised within the organising structure of theories of human agency (Wehmeyer, Little, & Sergeant, 2009 ). Such theories refer to self-(vs. other-) caused action -to people acting volitionally -based on their own will. Human agency refers to the sense of personal empowerment involving both knowing and having what it takes to achieve goals. Human agentic theories share the meta-theoretical view that organismic aspirations drive human behaviours. An organismic perspective of self-determination portrays people as active contributors to, or 'authors' of, their behaviour, where behaviour is self-regulated and goal-directed. This perspective provides a compelling foundation for examining and facilitating the degree to which people become self-determined and the impact of that on the pursuit of optimal human functioning and well-being. Further, an organismic approach to self-determination requires an explicit focus on the interface between the self and context . One theoretical framework that defines and operationalises self-determination within a human agentic context is the functional theory of self-determination ( f SDT) (Wehmeyer, 2003) . Emerging from research on people with disabilities, f SDT proposes that selfdetermination is a dispositional characteristic of individuals, and defines self-determined behaviour as 'volitional actions that enable one to act as the primary causal agent in one's life and to maintain or improve one's quality of life' (Wehmeyer, 2005, p. 117 Self-determined behaviour refers to actions that are identified by four essential characteristics: (a) the person acted autonomously; (b) the behaviour(s) are self-regulated; (c) the person initiated and responded to the event(s) in a psychologically empowered manner; and (d) the person acted in a self-realising manner (Wehmeyer, 2003) . The concepts of causal agency and volitional action are central to this theoretical perspective. The f SDT posits that self-determination emerges across the life span as children and adolescents learn skills and develop attitudes that enable them to be causal agents in their lives and to act volitionally. These skills and attitudes are the component elements of selfdetermined behaviour and include: choice-making skills, decision-making skills, problemsolving skills, goal-setting and -attainment skills, self-monitoring skills, self-advocacy skills, an internal locus of control, perceptions of self-efficacy and outcome expectancy, self-awareness and self-knowledge (Wehmeyer, Kelchner, & Richards, 1996) . The essential characteristics that define self-determined behaviour emerge through the development and acquisition of these multiple, interrelated component elements (Wehmeyer, Sands, Doll, & Palmer, 1997) .
Increasingly, the application of this theory to adolescents without disabilities has been explored (Shogren, Lopez, Wehmeyer, Little, & Pressgrove, 2006; . Researchers argue that the f SDT has relevance for improving the outcomes of all students as they transition to adulthood, not just adolescents with disabilities. Shogren et al. (2006) examined the comparability of self-determination and other positive psychology constructs across adolescents with and without disabilities, establishing that the construct could be defined in the same way in all adolescents, but that there were mean level differences in self-determination associated with a disability label.
It is important to note, then, that self-determination as a psychological construct, refers the same thing for every person, whether that person does or does not have a disability . How the construct is operationalised -what is considered 'selfdetermined behaviour' -varies widely according to contextual variables, but the fact that self-determination as a psychological construct refers to self-(vs. other-) caused action, -to people acting volitionally, based upon their own will, does not vary. As people move from being children, to adolescents, to adults, there is a shift towards greater autonomy, self-regulation, psychological empowerment, and self-realisation across cultures; however, the way that these essential characteristics of self-determined behaviour are expressed may differ significantly. It then becomes critical to consider the variables that describe differences in this operationalisation when considering the design of interventions to promote self-determination.
Research, however, has been limited on the impact of other variables, such as culture, on the fSDT. Shogren (2011) explored the literature on culture and the fSDT, and found theoretical and empirical research examining the expression of self-determined behaviour in Diné cultures (Navajo) (Frankland, Turnbull, Wehmeyer, & Blackmountain, 2004) , Korean (Lee & Wehmeyer, 2004) , Japanese (Ohtake & Wehmeyer, 2004) , Chinese (Zhang, Wehmeyer, & Chen, 2005) , as well as diverse cultures within the United States (Trainor, 2005; Valenzuela & Martin, 2005) . Researchers in Italy (Nota, Ferrari, Soresi, & Wehmeyer, 2007) and Belgium (Lachapelle et al., 2005) have also explored self-determination and its relationship with other constructs. While this body of research suggests universal aspects of the self-determination construct, it also highlights differences in the specific ways that selfdetermined behaviour may be expressed in different cultures. For example, in Korean and Japanese culture, self-regulation may be operationalised as setting goals that advance the family or community rather than the individual goals. In Diné culture, autonomy may be operationalised as fulfilling family and clan roles rather than individual roles.
Research is needed that explores the construct comparability of self-determination across cultures. Shogren (2011) found that the majority of research exploring the selfdetermination construct across cultures was theoretical in nature. The purpose of this study was, therefore, to explore construct comparability across a sample of Italian and American adolescents. We were specifically interested in examining the universal aspects of the selfdetermination construct, as well as specific differences in the operationalisation of selfdetermination across cultures. To achieve this aim, we chose to analyse measurement (i.e. item level) and construct level differences across the two cultures using structural equation modelling (SEM). Specifically, we were interested in examining the following research questions:
1. Are there differences at the measurement level across cultures, specifically in itemlevel endorsement on a measure of self-determination, The Adolescent SelfDetermination Assessment (ASDA, Wehmeyer, Lopez & Shogren, 2007) ? 2. Is the latent structure of the self-determination construct (e.g. higher order constructs representing the four essential characteristics of self-determination that contribute to a third order self-determination construct) supported across cultures?
Method

Participants and procedures
This study was carried out with 237 Italian and 285 American adolescents. Both samples were recruited by working with school personnel in Italy and the United States. Italian adolescents participating in school-based counselling activities filled out the questionnaire during group testing sessions conducted in a small group format by specialised psychologists, in classrooms and in training contexts. American adolescents completed the assessments in their classroom during group testing sessions with support from their classroom teachers. Informed consent was received, along with assent from the student, before school personnel administered the assessment. Because of restrictions introduced by the schools, demographic information was not available on the participants, other than that they were high school students between the ages of 14 and 19 years. No restrictions were introduced by school personnel in sampling students to attempt to ensure that included students represented the range of students served in the Italian and American schools. Not having access to specific demographic information, however, represents a significant limitation.
Instrument
The ASDA was used to assess self-determination The ASDA is a revised version of The Arc's Self-Determination Scale (Wehmeyer & Kelchner, 1995) , a measure used widely in the disability field. The Arc's Self-Determination Scale was developed and normed to measure the self-determination of adolescents and young adults with cognitive disabilities. The ASDA was developed from The Arc's Self-Determination Scale to create a valid and reliable measure of self-determination for all adolescents, with and without cognitive disabilities. Items from The Arc's Self-Determination Scale that might be perceived by adolescents without cognitive disabilities as too simple were reworded and a focus group of adolescents without disabilities discussed the scale items, item-by-item, providing recommendations for revisions. Wehmeyer, Lopez, Shogren, and Pressgrove (2011) evaluated the psychometric properties of the ASDA, and determined that the factor structure of the measure replicated that of the original measure and was consistent with the theoretical framework upon which the original scale was based. The ASDA is a 72-item self-report measure that provides data on self-determination through the measurement of the four essential characteristics of self-determined behaviour: autonomy, self-regulation, psychological empowerment and self-realisation (Wehmeyer, 1996a) . Subscale scores can be calculated for the autonomy, self-regulation, psychological empowerment and self-realisation domains, as well as a total self-determination score. A total of 148 points are available on the scale, with higher scores indicating higher levels of self-determination.
Translation procedures
The ASDA was translated from English to Italian using the following procedure. First, two native Italian speakers fluent in English translated each of the items independently. Second, they then compared their translations, and after discussion achieved a common Italian translation of each item. Third, the Italian translations were back-translated by a professional Italian -English translator. Fourth, the professional Italian -English translator and a third native Italian speaker fluent in English compared each back-translated item to the corresponding original item.
Analytic procedures
To examine the comparability of the self-determination constructs across cultures, we used SEM. All analyses were conducted in LISREL Version 8.7. SEM allows researchers to examine the relationships between observed and latent variables and to evaluate the fit of the data to models based in theory and previous research (Brown, 2006; Kline, 2010) . SEM procedures integrate measurement models (which specify the relations between a latent construct and its observed indicators) with structural models (which specify the relations among latent constructs). Specifically, the measurement equivalence of the constructs across groups can be assessed, and direct statistical comparisons of the similarities and differences in the means, variances, correlations and regression relationships among the constructs can be examined (Little, 1997) .
Our first step included conducting a set of two-group confirmatory factor analyses, one for each of the four essential characteristics of self-determination (autonomy, selfregulation, self-realisation, psychological empowerment). These item level analyses focus on the degree of measurement invariance that can be established across cultures. These analyses involve a series of steps to evaluate invariance in the indicator loadings and intercepts across cultures, freeing item parameters if needed (i.e. establishing partial measurement invariance). After indicator intercept invariance could not be established, we freed the indicators that had the largest modification index for Tau-x, one at a time, until the comparative fit index (CFI) did not differ more than 0.01 from the weak invariant model. If CFI changes are less than 0.01 between each nested model test, invariance is supported (Cheung & Rensvold, 2002) .
After establishing which items were invariant across cultures, we created a single structural equation model that included all four latent constructs. In this model, we were interested in examining the comparability of the constructs in the latent space. Indicators for each of the construct included two parcels created from the items that were invariant across cultures (step 1 analyses) along with the non-invariant items as single indicators. A parcel can be defined as 'an aggregate-level indicator comprising the sum (or average) of two or more items, responses, or behaviors' (Little, Cunningham, Shahar, & Widaman, 2002, p. 152) . Parceling offers many advantages over item-level modelling, including greater parsimony, fewer chances for correlated residuals or dual loadings of indicators and reductions in sampling error (Little et al., 2002) . To create parcels for the invariant items, the item-to-construct balancing technique was utilised (see Little et al., 2002 for details) . Any items that did not demonstrate measurement equivalence across cultures in the item level analyses were allowed to be freely estimated across cultures. The fixedfactor method was used to set the scale. With parcels equated but the non-invariant items freely estimated, the aspects of self-determination that demonstrated measurement equivalence are the defining feature of the latent constructs (Little, 1997) . We sequentially tested our latent models using the following steps: (a) a test of the homogeneity of the variances and covariances of the latent constructs in Italian and USA adolescents, (b) a test of the equivalence of the patterns of correlations of the latent constructs in Italian and USA adolescents, (c) a test of the equivalence of the means of the latent constructs in Italian and USA adolescents and (e) tests of a model that includes a higher order self-determination construct defined by each of the four essential characteristics of self-determination (Kline, 2010; Little, 1997) .
Results
Here we present our findings as they relate to the (a) measurement models and (b) latent structural models. The multivariate normal assumption of SEM was tested and was adequately satisfied.
Measurement models
As mentioned, our first step included conducting multi-group confirmatory factor analyses for each of the four essential characteristics of self-determination (autonomy, selfregulation, self-realisation, psychological empowerment) to determine which items were invariant across cultures for each subscale of the ASDA.
Autonomy. For the Autonomy model, as shown in Table 1 , we were able to establish configural and loading invariance without issue. However, when attempting to equate the indicator intercepts, model fit was significantly affected. Specifically, we found significant changes in fit based on the root mean square error of approximation (RMSEA) Model Test (i.e. does the RMSEA value of the nested model fall within the 90% RMSEA confidence interval of the comparison model: Little, 1997 , note too, that changes in the non-normed fit index (NNFI) were greater than 0.01, see Cheung & Rensvold, 2002) . Therefore, we freed indicator intercepts, one by one, beginning with the largest modification index until the RMSEA Model Test was no longer significant. As shown in Table 2 , Items 1, 2, 9, 11, 12, 16, 17, 18, 19, 25 and 31 were freed. Thus, 11 of the 32 items on the autonomy subscale were not invariant and 21 items were. In the structural models (described below) these 11 items were single indicator items of the latent constructs so they could be freed across cultures. Standard guidelines in cross-cultural research suggest that if a majority of the items are invariant, then there are universal aspects of the latent construct, and these universal aspects were explored in the structural models (Lee, Preacher & Little, 2010) .
Self-regulation. For the Self-Regulation model, as shown in Table 3 , we were also able to establish configural and loading invariance. However, when attempting to equate the indicator intercepts, model fit was significantly affected on the RMSEA Model Test. We freed indicator intercepts for Items 33, 35, 38 and 39 until the RMSEA Model Test was no longer significant. As shown in Table 4 , we freed 4 of the 9 items on the self-regulation subscale and more than 50% of the items were invariant across cultures.
Psychological empowerment. As shown in Table 5 , we were also able to establish configural and loading invariance for psychological empowerment. We did, however, again have to free several indicators. As shown in Table 6 , Items 42, 54 and 57 were not invariant across cultures and had to be freed in the model; the remaining 13 (of 16) items were invariant.
Self-realisation. The self-realisation model was slightly different than the other three models. The RMSEA Model Test indicated a significant, negative impact when loading invariance was enforced in the model as shown in Table 7 . Items 68 and 71 had to be freed to establish partial loading invariance. For this reason, these items were dropped from further analyses. We examined intercept invariance of the remaining items, and found that several items had to be freed, including items 59, 62, 63, 65, 67, and 72. As shown in Table 8 , 6 of the 13 items varied across cultures, and 7 were invariant.
Structural models
Based on the results of the analyses reported in the previous section, we constructed a model including each of the four constructs to analyse differences in the latent constructs across cultures. This model was again constructed as a multi-group structural equation model, but with each of the four latent constructs included in one model. As mentioned in the Methods section, in specifying indicators for each of the four latent constructs, we created two parcels of the invariant items, using the item-balancing approach, for each latent construct and specified that each of the non-invariant items was a single indicator for the latent construct. Thus, the autonomy construct had 13 indicators (11 non-invariant items and 2 parcels of invariant items), the self-regulation construct 6 indicators, the psychological empowerment construct 5 indicators and the self-realisation construct 8 indicators. As shown in Table 9 , we found significant differences in the variances/covariances, correlations and latent means. Table 10 presents the pattern of correlations between the latent constructs in the US and Italian sample, and Table 11 presents tests of the invariance of the latent means across groups. Interestingly, the latent mean for the psychological empowerment construct did not differ across groups, but the remaining constructs did.
Finally, we specified a second-order latent construct of self-determination with each of the four essential characteristics of self-determination loading on this construct. The model fit was good: x 2 (920, n ¼ 558) ¼ 1466.76; p , 0.001; CFI ¼ 0.92; NNFI ¼ 0.9; RMSEA ¼ 0.046 (CI 90 ¼ 041-0.050). Recommendations for acceptable model fit are an absolute fit index of RMSEA less than 0.08 (i.e. as close to zero as possible), and relative fit indices of NNFI and CFI of 0.90 or greater for acceptable fit (i.e. as close to 1.00 as possible). Table 12 presents the standardised loadings of the four essential characteristics on the higher order self-determination construct across cultures. 
Discussion
The purpose of this study was to explore the comparability of the self-determination construct across Italian and American adolescents to determine if there are universal aspects of the self-determination construct, as well as to explore potential differences in the operationalisation of self-determined behaviour in Italian and American cultures. Although the lack of demographic data renders conclusions tentative, the results preliminarily suggest that there are universal aspects of the self-determination construct, but that there are also differences at the measurement level across cultures. In exploring the implications of our findings, the discussion section will be divided into three sections: limitations of the study, summary of the findings and implications for future research.
Limitations of the study
First, limited demographic information was available to the authors, which introduced several limitations. In particular, differences identified between Italian and American adolescents could be related to demographic differences as well as cultural differences. However, by attempting to sample the range of students served in Italian and American classrooms we hope this limtiation was reduced, although it must be considered in the interpreation of the findings. In addition, we were unable to undertake any analyses related to differences based on demographic characteristics (e.g. gender) or experience with selfdetermination and family support for self-determination within or across cultures. Given previous research (Nota et al., 2007; Shogren et al., 2006) that has suggested these variables may influence student self-determination, further research is needed to explore the influence of these characteristics across cultures. Second, our sample was limited to Italian and American adolescents, future research including a more diverse sample of nationalities is needed. Finally, culture is a complex construct (Shogren, 2011) , and nationality is not the only characteristic that defines culture. However, in this study we used nationality (American vs. Italian) as a proxy for culture. Future research exploring more nuanced aspects of culture will be important to further explicate differences in the operationalisation of the self-determination construct.
Summary of the findings
Measurement level. Our first research question explored differences at the measurement level, specifically in item-level endorsement on the ASDA across cultures. As shown in the results section, there were differences across American and Italian adolescents. Specifically, across the four subscales of the ASDA, slightly more than half of all items could be equated at the mean level in the measurement models. This suggests that while the majority of items on the ASDA can be equated at the loading and intercept level across Italian and American adolescents, a large minority of items could not be equated at the intercept level. This tentatively suggests there are clear universal aspects of the self-determination construct, but that there are also likely significant differences in the operationalisation of the construct across cultures. For example, for the Autonomy subscale, Italian adolescents scored significantly higher on several items related to making meals, caring for clothes, keeping appointments, doing activities based on interests and listening to preferred music. But they scored lower on activities such as planning weekend activities, volunteering, going to preferred restaurants and movies, and working for pay than American adolescents. There were no differences in activities such as caring for personal items, making friends, being involved in school-related activities and engaging in career planning. This suggests that there are specific activities that may differ in the samples although there are a core number of items that are similar across cultures. The differences may result from Italian adolescents having a higher level of responsibility within the home, but a lower level of freedom outside the home when they are away from parents' supervision. Research has suggested that Italian parents may exert greater control over their children (Soresi, Nota & Ferrari, 2004) than American parents prior to adolescents coming of age, which may influence the self-determination measurement items that are congruent across cultures. Research is needed to systematically explore the reasons for these differences at the item-level and verify this in a larger sample with complete demographic information. A similar pattern was found in the other subscales on the ASDA. On the self-regulation subscale, there were no differences between Italian and American adolescents on problem solving items related to taking leadership roles and following up on job leads, but American adolescents were more likely to identify ways to solve problems related to problems with friends and fitting in at a new school. In addition, they have strategies on where to live after graduating from high school. This outcome may be connected with Italian adolescents being more 'residential' as they usually attend university in the same place where they live or in nearby towns, thus reducing the need to move far and leave their homes (Fondazione Rui, 2011) .
In terms of psychological empowerment, Italian adolescents indicated that they were more likely to stand up to their friends and make choices that were important to them, but specified that in spite of their abilities, they felt less able to get the job that they wanted. It must be recalled that Italian adolescents are called on to make a choice about their future as early as in middle school. They have to choose among several types of high schools that prepare them for different occupations or for college education. Also within the high school they have chosen, after the first two or three years, they may find that they have to make other choices as regards more specific educational courses. This could be related both to higher levels of decision-making but also to greater use of their 'decisional abilities' for important issues (Howard, Ferrari, Nota, Solberg, & Soresi, 2009) . Some sort of insecurity about the future and a negative attitude towards the chances of work inclusion, which is becoming widespread in the Italian context (Crespi, 2005) , may underlie the idea that the desired occupation is not as likely to be attained. On the self-realisation subscale, American adolescents had higher endorsement of items related to not being afraid of doing things wrong and feeling as though you can do many things, but were similar to Italian adolescents on items like no accepting limitations and showing feelings. In addition, American adolescents scored lower on items related to higher self-efficacy in their own abilities, or knowing what things they can do best. As already mentioned, Italian adolescents are requested to make a choice about the future at a younger age which may influence endorsement of items related to self-realisation.
Although this is only a preliminary insight into differences in the operationalisation of self-determined behaviour across cultures and further research is needed that explores the impact of demographic variables, the research does provide initial suggestions on several specific situations and activities that may influence the expression of self-determined behaviour that should be further explored in future research.
Latent structure. Despite the differences at the measurement level for a minority of items on the ASDA, the majority of items were invariant across cultures. This met the standard guidelines in cross-cultural research that suggest if a majority of items are invariant, there are universal aspects of the underlying latent construct (Lee et al., 2010) . Thus, we created a combined multi-group model including each of the four constructs to analyse differences in the latent constructs across cultures. The model demonstrated good fit to the data suggesting universal aspects of the self-determination construct, verifying what has been suggested by theorists . There were, however, differences in the pattern of correlations across cultures, with Italian adolescents, generally, showing a stronger pattern of interrelationship among the four subscales, perhaps for the reasons described above regarding the early focus on autonomy in Italian adolescents and the influence this may have on psychological empowerment and self-realisation. There were also latent mean level differences with Italian adolescents scoring higher on the autonomy, self-regulation and self-realisation construct, but not the psychological empowerment construct. Thus, while there are universal aspects of the self-determination construct, there are also differences in the latent space in the pattern of relationship among the constructs and in the latent means. Future research is needed to explore the factors that impact these differences, as well as to explore the influence of demographic variables within and across cultures.
Finally, to verify the theoretical structure the f SDT across cultures, we specified a higher-order self-determination construct comprising the four subscales, and found that the model fit the data. This preliminarily suggests the universality of the factor structure proposed in the f SDT.
Implications for future research
The results of this study preliminarily suggest universal aspects of the self-determination construct as defined by the f SDT in Italian and American adolescents. They also suggest specific differences at the measurement level, and provide initial guidance on items from the ASDA that could be used in cross-cultural research to measure universal aspects of the self-determination construct. Further research is needed to validate these findings within Italian and American cultures, as well as with adolescents from other nationalities and cultural groups. Further research is also needed to explore the reasons for the differences in the operationalisation of self-determined behaviour within Italian and American cultures and the influence of additional demographic variables. However, this research provides an initial step forward in examining the cross-cultural application of the self-determination construct and opens the door for additional cross-cultural research.
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